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Selina Espinoza is a Mexican-American reproductive rights activist whose work spans both sides
of Mexico-US border. Her involvement in the Mexican women's movement dates from 1977 when
she participated in the establishment of Emancipacion, the first feminist group in Baja California
state. Espinoza currently manages Womancare South, a women's health care clinic in Chula Vista,
California, and serves as a member of the US National Abortion Rights League (NARAL) board of
directors. Espinoza is also a member of Latinas for Reproductive Choice and works with women's
groups in Tijuana's colonias. Espinoza participated in a conference on women's health issues in
the border region held in Albuquerque as part of events commemorating International Women's
Day. LADB staff writer Deborah Tyroler interviewed Espinoza. LADB: In Mexico, the name of the
movement to decriminalize abortion is Maternidad Voluntaria (Voluntary Motherhood). What
does this mean and how does it differ from the pro-choice movement in the US? ESPINOZA: In a
country where the average woman has her first child at age 14 and another child every 14 months,
her problem has more to do with taking care of the children she already has, and with her desire
not to have any more. Culturally, the tradition is to have many children. For many people that
is what family means: children. There is no other concept of family. The economic structure in
the countryside is based on having large families so that there will be someone to take care of
the parents as they grow old. This tradition continues despite the fact that the economic system
is changing and more and more children leave for the cities and do not return. Thus the need
for a large family is in fact diminishing, although the cultural desire for many children remains.
Consequently, the abortion issue, the need for abortion, is not so obvious as it is, for example, in
the US. LADB: How then do you approach the issue? ESPINOZA: We saw that there was a need
for broader sex education, not simply oriented toward reproduction addressing only biological
reproductive functions. Instead, a broader and more complete sex education is necessary, including
discussion of safe sex, venereal diseases and safe birth control methods. LADB: What do you
mean by "safe" birth control methods? ESPINOZA: The fact that abortion is illegal means that
women opt for birth control methods regardless of their potential health effects. We want to put
an end to the practice of Mexican and other Latin American women being used to test new birth
control methods and untested drugs. LADB: What other aspects fall within the scope of voluntary
motherhood? ESPINOZA: It also means child care centers. Many women decide whether or not
to have children based on whether they can leave them with someone. So for us, "choice" is very
limited if it does not include provisions for child care. Choice would mean that, as a mother, you
have an institutional structure which supports you so that you can decide whether to have the
child or not. Another issue is job opportunities. If having a child means that a woman must return
to the home and lose her income, a woman may decide not to have the child. In Mexico, many
women are required to take a pregnancy test before they are hired for certain jobs. They have to
prove that they are not pregnant. Thus, we are looking at a much broader range of issues than
simply legalizing abortion. LADB: How do you see this concept relating to conflicts within the US
feminist movement around issues of choice? ESPINOZA: It is part of the old debate on whether
or not feminism should address economic questions. For women of color in the US, and for Latin
American and other Third World women, our situation as women is intimately linked with our
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economic situation. For us the connection is clear. The class struggle in Latin America is quite
apparent, you feel it, you live it. Failure to integrate economic demands into feminist demands is
to work at the level of ideology, and not get much done on the practical end. We have to return
to a discussion of what choice means for all women. This is not to say that it is not legitimate for
women in the US to focus their struggle on preventing the loss of abortion rights. Obviously, at
this time it is the right to abortion which is in danger of being lost, and not birth control, or daycare
or sex education. At the same time we must also remember that many years have gone by during
which the struggle for voluntary motherhood has focused solely on abortion. The vanguard of the
US pro-choice movement should have engaged in a more profound discussion of what constitutes
choice and thus incorporated women of color into the movement. LADB: In October 1990, the
state legislature in Chiapas reformed the penal code to decriminalize and legalize abortion under
certain circumstances, making Chiapas the first state in Mexico to allow abortion. Two months
later, the legislation was "temporarily suspended." What was the involvement of feminists in
promoting this legislation and how do you understand what happened and why it occurred in
Chiapas? ESPINOZA: Initial passage of the legislation was due in part to several factors coming
together at the same time. In June 1990, there was a national forum on voluntary motherhood and
decriminalization of abortion in Chiapas attended by about 110 women from 10 or 11 states in
Mexico. At the meeting, we discussed whether or not to support draft legislation promoted by the
governor of Chiapas (Patricinio Gonzalez Garrido), which proposed modifying the penal code to
decriminalize abortion and legalize it in cases of family planning. Chiapas is a very backward state
where everything takes place in a top-down fashion. Whatever the governor says goes. We knew for
a fact that many PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party) members had signed the draft bill without
even knowing its contents. So, even though we were not enthusiastic about this aspect of how the
law was put together, we decided to support the efforts of the feminists in Chiapas and endorse the
bill. LADB: How did sectors opposed to abortion react to passage of this legislation? ESPINOZA:
Immediately after the draft legislation was adopted, the [Catholic] Church and powerful antiabortion groups in Chiapas began to apply pressure. Then, the legislature suspended the reforms
and the governor sent the bill to the National Human Rights Commission (CNDH) in order for the
commission to determine whether or not abortion indeed constituted a human rights violation as
claimed by the Catholic Church. The CNDH held onto the bill for a long time and then returned it
without any determination, arguing that such matters did not fall under the CNDH mandate. After
that the governor never pushed for further discussion of the bill and the initiative died. Despite
this, the national front [for voluntary motherhood] continues. We are determined now more than
ever that local groups keep working to promote debate on abortion. LADB: How did you interpret
the support or lack thereof among the general population? ESPINOZA: People never came out
strongly in support of the law, nor did they reject it. The debate never really moved beyond the
feminist groups and the government in Chiapas, the federal government and the Catholic Church.
I don't think that either position [mobilized] the strong support required. When the feminists went
out and talked to people about abortion and why it should be legalized, the people said, "Yes."
When the political rightists or the government talked with people and said, "It's murder, it's a
sin," they also agreed. LADB: Recently, the World Bank and UN Fund for Population Activities
(UNFPA) convened a regional conference on family planning in Costa Rica. What happened at
that meeting? ESPINOZA: The World Bank recommended that abortion be legalized in Latin
America. [The recommendation was based on] several UN-sponsored studies, including one which
demonstrated the burden on health care and social welfare systems caused by the high number
of women who die in childbirth and during pregnancy. The study authors talked about how the
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 4

LADB Article Id: 061403
ISSN: 1054-8890

death of these mothers left many orphans to enter into a cycle of poverty, and [showed] the costs
that this implies for governments. They also talked about the costs of maintaining huge medical
centers to treat problems which could have been treated in small clinics with preventative measures.
Basically, such studies framed the problems in economic terms, being sure to include brief mention
of the need for women to participate in their reproductive decisions. LADB: How was this proposal
received? ESPINOZA: In Mexico, we judge a proposal by who makes it. They may give lip service
to women's participation in reproductive decisions, but they are still the World Bank. They control
who does or does not get money. The proposal was viewed as a violation of national sovereignty
in Latin America, and the feminists and the congressional deputies who represent us expressed
opposition to the recommendation. Everyone knows that the World Bank has not recommended
that [US President George] Bush refrain from restricting abortion rights in the US, but in Latin
America it makes these kinds of recommendations. LADB: Can you address the international
situation with respect to abortion and voluntary motherhood? ESPINOZA: In Mexico we are fighting
to get distribution of the RU486 [the "morning after" pill]. It seems ironic that we have to fight for
birth control in Mexico, while in California we trying to bring Latinas together in order to prevent
the judicial system from forcing women judged to be "bad mothers" to use Norplant [a five-year
birth control implant]. While we are fighting against obligatory use of Norplant in California, in
China women will have to fight for access to Norplant so that it can be used as an alternative to
sterilization. At first glance, these struggles appear to be contradictory, but again the underlying
question is one of women's reproductive rights. If we could sit down and work out an international
agenda based on concrete demands with respect to reproductive rights which took into account the
differences in each country, it would be very clear that at the base of all of the struggles is women's
right to voluntary motherhood. At stake is a woman's right to decide when or if she will have a child,
versus population control policies based on governments' economic and political interests. LADB:
In this context, what do you think about including women's rights to control over maternity in the
International Declaration of Human Rights? ESPINOZA: Perhaps we could work to get international
recognition of the right to motherhood as a human right, the right to reproduction, or in effect, the
right to voluntary motherhood. Better still would be arriving at more global concepts of human
rights which would include recognition that women's problems are part of humanity's problems,
and that independent of a specific country's situation, [women's needs] are [part of] universal
human rights. LADB: Based on what you have said, it seems like questions concerning how many
women die from illegal abortions could in effect detract from your notion of a global feminist agenda
on reproductive rights, because a woman's right to an abortion goes much further than her right
to a safe medical procedure. To say that women are dying unnecessarily from botched abortions is
to reduce the abortion question to purely pragmatic terms, and to adopt a position similar to that
of the World Bank and the UNFPA. The issue at stake here goes beyond health questions, focused
instead of the potential violation of a woman's right to exercise control over her reproductive life.
ESPINOZA: On the [US-Mexico] border the human rights question is very clear and real. Our
clinic is in Chula Vista, about 8 km. from the Mexican border. About 50% of the women we see are
from Tijuana, Mexicali and other towns in Mexico. Slightly less than half of them cross the border
illegally to reach the clinic, and most of the rest are middle class women who can obtain visas and
cross legally. When you see these women arriving at the clinic, dirty or smelling bad because they
spent the night sleeping outside in a car and they tell you everything that happened to them when
crossing the border, you realize the great risks they experienced to get there. You think that because
of the mere fact of living in a certain geographic area they are denied access to a safe abortion. That
if they are on one side they can decide whether to be mothers and if they are on the other side they
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are forced to be mothers. It is absurd. It is absolutely absurd that a border determines whether you
are a mother or not.

-- End --
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